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of their pronouncement, they ignored it. They may quite honestly have done so. Its return had almost certainly been to Bristol, and its failure to open a rich trade had quite possibly been overlooked in a London which had not invested in it. But I suggest an alternative explanation. The Drapers, whilst speaking of Newfoundland, were thinking of Cathay and Cipango. Their composition is muddled in thought and defective in syntax, as one can but admit on reading it. And if they really meant that Sebastian had not been to Asia they were on safe ground that the king could not gainsay. I do not hold that interpretation as established, but merely suggest that the whole context gives it some support. Falling back upon the safer and more literal reading we have an implied denial by the Londoners of the discovery of 1509 or of any other discovery by Sebastian Cabot. It is the strongest card in the hands of his opponents. They should not underestimate one that is even stronger, that the astute Wolsey believed in him and was prepared to stake a national venture on his leadership.- The London merchants were unbelievers who certainly had no desire to believe. It is possible that Wolsey was better informed than they.
They went on to voice a further objection, that even if Sebastian had been in those parts and were as cunning and competent as a man might be, he could still sail only in one ship, and the others if they parted company would be lost for lack of pilotage, "having none other assistance of masters and mariners of England exercised and laboured in the same parts". Once more one must urge, how can this apply to Newfoundland, seeing that in the following year a state paper refers to the Newfoundland fishing-fleet as a regular institution?1 Coupling all this with what Cabot told Contarini, how can one doubt that the "parts95 really in question were those of Cathay, and that by consequence the Drapers5 denial was not of Sebastian's passage leading thereto, but only of his having followed it to its end ? If the worthy Drapers were actually denying that any Englishman knew the way to Newfoundland they were palpably misinformed, and their testimony against Sebastian is worth little, ,
However, this question, important as it is to our conception of Sebastian Cabot, is a side-issue to the project of 1521, which we have now to follow to its conclusion. The London Companies raised as many obstacles as they could. They sent commissioners to Wolsey to offer the equipment of two or three ships, but desired a longer respite to discuss the matter. The Cardinal replied that His Majesty required the full plan to take effect* At thfe same time the Lord Mayor was called into Henry's presence, and 1 Letters and Papers, VoL m> pt. ii, Nos, 2458-9.